Aging and lymphocyte subpopulations: whole-blood analysis of immune markers in a large population sample of healthy elderly individuals.
Immune status was determined in a representative sample of elderly people by measuring lymphocyte subsets in whole-blood samples as part of an epidemiological study of the population aged 65 and over. Venepuncture was undertaken in more than 500 individuals who took part in an extensive interview that focused on the lifestyle and psychosocial determinants of healthy aging. The results show that median levels of all lymphocyte subsets tend to decline as the age of the sample increases. In the total sample there were significant age effects (p < 0.05) on total lymphocytes, CD3, CD4, and CD19 (B cells); age differences did not reach significance for CD8 and CD57. There were also significant sex differences (p < 0.05) on CD3, CD4, and CD19, and in all cases women had higher values than men. When we selected a particularly healthy subsample who did not report any illness and took no medication, the findings were unchanged. We conclude that the peripheral expression of lymphocytes appears little affected by aging-related illnesses in the general population, but is affected by aging itself. The study provides reference values for the lymphocyte measures, which can be regarded as having greater validity than the values usually cited.